Slack got to know Hutchinson in the last year of his life during a sabbatical at Yale. She has obviously read every available document and interviewed every relevant person willing to talk. Her biography is scholarly and a labour of love. But it is less than the sum of its parts. Some of the details could have been sacrificed in favour of a more coherent narrative or strongly argued thesis -I didn't need to know, for example, how many pages of references A Treatise on Limnology contains. Everything Hutchinson did, every where he went and everyone he met seems to be here, but the book says little of what it meant. It is difficult to see the wood for the trees.
The picture of Hutchinson beyond his intellectual life is hazy. The letters and papers quoted reveal little of the inner man, and he seems not to have discussed personal matters with friends or family. This was not for a lack of anything to discuss. His life had its share of sorrow, including a divorce and two further wives who predeceased him. We hear little about Hutchinson's politics, even though he declined to accept the President's Medal of Science from the administration of Richard Nixon, and little about his faith, even though he was a churchgoer.
There is no hint of anger, bitterness, feuds or egotism, despite some brutal office politics. Yale's biology department turned its resources away from organismal biology in the 1960s towards molecules and cells, resulting in many of Hutchinson's former students being driven from their jobs. Even for someone of his generation, class, nationality, gender and profession, Hutchinson seems unusually reticent. With so little to work with in creating shades of character, Slack's book reads more like a tribute to the work than a portrait of the man.
The work however, deserves its tribute. Restored to its nineteenth-century glory -with terracotta-tiled walls and mahogany display cabinets designed by the museum's original architect, Alfred Waterhouse -the gallery hosts temporary exhibitions of light-sensitive watercolours and prints alongside permanent hangings of oil paintings from the museum's vast collection.
The museum's holdings of 500,000 zoological and botanical illustrations include two copies of John James Audubon's nineteenth-century masterpiece Birds of America, containing 435 hand-coloured engravings. The work became the world's most expensive book in December 2010, when another copy was auctioned for £7.3 million (US$11.5 million).
Owing to the fragility of works on paper and lack of a suitable exhibition space, few items from the collection have been routinely displayed to the public. A different theme will be chosen each year. This year it is China: 96 watercolours drawn from 2,000 natural history paintings from Canton (now Guangzhou) will be shown.
The paintings were commissioned by John Reeves, a tea inspector for the British East India Company and a keen amateur natural historian. Between 1812 and 1831, he employed local Chinese artists to paint plants and animals he found in markets and gardens. Reeves shipped the watercolours to botanical gardens, horticultural societies and other patrons in Britain. A contemporary take on his collection is offered by the gallery's recent artist-in-residence, Shanghai-based Hu Yun, who reflects through drawings and video on the irony that the watercolours that enabled taxonomists to identify and name new species were painted by anonymous Chinese artists.
The displays also juxtapose microscopic views old and new. A small engraving of a human flea, observed under an early compound microscope by Robert Hooke and described in his Micrographia (1665) as "adorn'd with a curiously polish' d suite of sable Armour, neatly jointed", holds its own against a huge image of a bluebottle by contemporary artist Giles Revell, based on scanning electron micrographs.
Another pair of paintings highlights the importance of scientific accuracy in natural history illustration. In a reworked version beside the original, palaeontologist and artist Julian Hume shows how a 1626 oil painting of a dodo, attributed to Flemish artist Roelandt Savery, misled scientists and the public for 400 years. Richard Owen, the Natural History Museum's first superintendent, placed fossil bones over the seventeenth-century painting to determine the layout of the bird's skeleton, and his interpretation, published in 1866, became the recognized scientific description of the dodo. Its rounded body, stout legs, huge head and small wings became a comic cipher for extinction. But Hume shows that the painting was inaccurate. He depicts a more streamlined dodo with longer legs, based on his examination of new fossil finds, contemporary accounts and studies of the anatomy of other flightless birds. ■ Colin Martin is a writer based in London. e-mail: cmpubrel@aol.com 
